I
f you're looking for help with your financial-planning decisions, there are a number of resources you can turn to:
• The internet/media • Friends and family • Your own knowledge.
Ideally, it's likely that you'll want impartial information upon which you can make objective decisions. Whilst these three resources can be utilised, they may not 'do the job' as you'll be hard pressed to get an objective view with no emotion (which often runs high when making financial decisions) attached.
The alternative is to seek advice from a financial professional. The advantage of this route is that, ideally, they will be able to take an objective stance. The downside however, is that there are so many different types of financial adviser/planners to choose from.
How will you know if you are dealing with someone that is 100 per cent impartial, or a slick salesperson whose focus is to sell you what they have?
Let's look at the options available and also the steps you can take to find the right type of adviser/planner (from the 45,000 or so registered individuals authorised to provide advice) for your circumstances.
The first step is to determine what type of service you require. Do you simply need someone to help you choose the right income protection plan, or do you need someone to help you create a 'financial roadmap' for the rest of your life, so that you'll be able to see how your future will look until you're 90?
The financial product retailer
If you have an idea of the type of product you need, this may be for you. The 'service proposition' from an adviser that offers this service will probably be to uncover exactly what you need and then to match the need with a financial product.
It's possible that the advice provided will focus only on the areas that you wish to discuss. For example, if you want some form of life assurance to cover a mortgage/debt, your retirement income requirements may not be discussed at all.
Whether you end up with the best product available on the market will probably depend upon the type of adviser that you are dealing with.
A tied adviser is one that only offers the products from one financial institution. They represent the institution, not you (this point is crucial).
A multi-tied adviser offers the products from a few providers. Obviously, as they have more choice to offer you, this is a better option that dealing with a tied adviser. The downside is that you can never be certain that the product being recommended is the most suitable, as they don't have access to all the providers in the marketplace. Like the tied adviser, they represent the institution, not you.
An independent adviser (also referred to as whole of market) is able to choose from the majority of providers in the marketplace. So if all you require is income protection, they'll be able to select the plan that is most suitable for you. Although, bear in mind here that certain providers, such as banks, don't offer their products through whole-of-market advisers. Crucially, an independent adviser is the agent of the client, not any institution.
Paying for advice
It's important to understand that the majority of the financial services industry operates on commission. So, when you purchase a product, the institution will make a payment to the advising firm (not normally to the individual adviser).
There's nothing inherently wrong with the commission system as such, especially when it can be used to help individuals purchase certain financial products. However, commission has been blamed for some of the past mis-selling scandals so one cannot ignore the scepticism.
After all, how can you guarantee that the product being recommended is the most suitable for you, and has not been selected based on how much commission is being paid to the adviser?
If you want to increase your chances of being recommended the right product, I believe you should only deal with an independent, whole-of-market adviser. Why would you take any chances by dealing with a tied or multi-tied adviser? It has nothing to do with how competent the adviser may be. It's really about the range of products that they can choose from to help you purchase the most suitable one.
A good independent adviser should be open enough with you to show you the actual research that they've done so you can see why they are recommending certain providers.
Regarding commission, the majority of providers pay a similar amount of commission within each product category. Doubts have arisen where an adviser recommends one product category over another. For example, an investment bond may pay up to eight per cent commission on the original investment, whereas a unit trust would usually pay a maximum of three per cent initial commission.
Choosing an adviser
Is it possible to find a financial adviser that will work on your behalf, without being influenced by commission payments from product providers? Ray Prince analyses the different types and their service propositions 6 Verifiable CPD hours Let's face it, after a day in surgery, who wants an aching back, neck and shoulders. It doesn't stop there either. Pain can stop you working. It is also the most common cause of premature retirement amongst practising dental professionals. 
Don't be fooled
Whichever type of adviser you deal with, don't allow them to fool you that they are paid a salary and don't earn their money via commission. If they do earn a salary, they will have sales targets to meet. In fact, I recently met with a friend that works for a bank and he told me that he had to sell enough products to validate his salary sevenfold. Not an environment I'd like to work in… You should also ask the adviser whether you could pay for the arrangement of the financial product by paying them a fee. If they agree to this, and subsequently don't take a commission from the provider, you will benefit for several reasons:
• For investments, more of your money should be invested • For protection, the monthly cost of the plan may reduce.
Of course, it will make sense to calculate which route is the most cost-effective. Now, let's look at the other type of service.
The comprehensive financial planner
An adviser that offers this service will normally (but not always, so beware) operate a financial planning process that is aimed at helping the client achieve their most important goals in life. The process may include:
• What goals are important to you that you want to achieve? • What action are you taking to achieve these? Their service proposition is not about retailing financial products, although they will usually help clients buy the right ones if required. Often, additional financial products are not required.
I would suggest that you choose to work with someone who is willing to work with you to create your own financial plan. You will have a great deal of involvement in creating your plan, so be prepared to engage in the process throughout.
Paying for services
So, how should you pay for such a service? I am of the opinion that you should pay a fee. By doing so, the financial planner will be remunerated regardless of the outcome. As a consequence, they should have no vested interest in the solutions they devise for you. Of course, there's no way of guaranteeing this, but I'm sure it will increase the chances of receiving a 100 per cent impartial service.
And remember, impartiality is the key. How much you pay will depend upon the adviser and their firm. I've come across a whole range of figures and ways of charging. Personally, I prefer fixed fees. That way, all parties know where they stand right at the start of the process.
Qualifications to look for
There really is an 'alphabet soup' of qualifications that any type of adviser could possess. Let me cover the ones that I feel are the most important:
• The Certificate in Financial
Planning. This is the basic qualification required to work as a regulated financial adviser, accredited by the Chartered Insurance Institute. There's also the Certificate for Financial Advisers (CeFA). These are the absolute minimum qualifications required and advisers qualified to this level may use the designation CertPFS or CeFA after their name.
• The Diploma in Financial Planning develops advanced technical knowledge and understanding across a broad range of key advisory areas (the regulator, the Financial Services Authority, has proposed that all advisers must achieve this qualification, or its equivalent, by the end of 2012). Advisers qualified to this level may use the designation DipPFS after their name.
• The Advanced Diploma in Financial Planning enables professional advisers to develop their specialist planning capabilities, providing clear differentiation from the main body of advisers. Once achieved, individuals may use the title 'Chartered Financial Planner'.
• It's important to be aware that the type of qualification the adviser has is separate to their service proposition and whether they are tied, multi-tied or whole of market. For example, it's perfectly possible for a tied adviser to be qualified to chartered level. 
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